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Passage History

National Museum of Australia Amendment Bill 2000

Date Introduced: 6 December 2000

House: Senate

Portfolio: Communications, Information Technology and the Arts

Commencement: Royal Assent

Purpose

To amend the National Museum of Australia Act 1980 in order to:

●     enable the National Museum of Australia to exhibit material relating to Australia's future 
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as well as its past
●     confirm that the Museum has the power to engage in a range of commercial and fund 

raising activities relating to its functions
●     increase the value of historical material that may be disposed of without Ministerial 

approval, and
●     establish a Museum Fund.

Background

The National Museum of Australia will open in Canberra on 11 March 2001 as a centre-piece for 
the celebrations of the Centenary of Federation. The Museum was established with bipartisan 
political support by the National Museum of Australia Act 1980 following recommendations of 
the Committee of Inquiry on Museums and National Collections in 1975.(1)

The idea for a national museum had been around since Federation.(2) In 1902 A Plea for a 
National Museum was made by Mr Arthur T Woodward, then Director of the Art Department at 
the Bendigo School of Mines in Victoria. Speaking to the Third General Meeting of the Library 
Association of Australasia, Mr Woodward said that:

Sooner or later a National Museum will be founded, and it must be clear to any 
thinking person that no good can come of having a multiplicity of collections, and 
no central one. It must not be supposed for one moment that the existing State 
museums will be stripped of their treasures to such a degree as shall make 
visible the hand of an invisible desolator, and strike with dismay those who have 
nobly contributed to and upheld them in the past. Neither would the foundation 
of such a museum relieve them of the necessity of making future efforts in the 
many directions in which they are so fully, and we may hope, enthusiastically, 
occupied. Unless the spirit of magnanimity and patriotism dominates the people 
of Australia, and those who represent them on the management of such 
institutions, and those who are in possession of rare and choice specimens, I fail 
to see how it can ever be possible for a National Museum of Australia to become 
possessed of a great number of articles, particularly of articles that have an 
Australian historic interest. The natural home for the latter, now that we are one 
nation with one destiny, surely would seem to be a National Museum of Australia.
(3)

Mr Woodward concluded that:

It behoves us all to look to it that our money is well spent, and that we get good 
value for it. The best men must be put in the best positions, and when the 
National Museum of Australia is founded let us make sure that its staff is 
composed of men of the highest attainments, experience, and integrity, and then 
allow them to have, as far as possible, a free hand to develop their respective 
departments according to their desire, and so ensure to the future of this vast 
continent a museum of such completeness and comprehensiveness of range that 
it may remain an everlasting monument to its founders and a source of living 
helpfulness to those who shall enjoy its many privileges.(4)

Despite repeated promises from the major political parties to proceed with permanent facilities 
for a National Museum, Australia has remained, until this year, one of the few countries in the 
world without an easily identifiable National Museum. In the past quarter of a century a number 

http://www.aph.gov.au/library/pubs/bd/2000-01/01BD085.htm (2 of 11)4/06/2009 9:06:40 PM



National Museum of Australia Amendment Bill 2000 (Bills Digest 85 2000-01)

of potential sites have been considered, and issues of urban design, economics and 
environmental impact have all been debated.(5)

Key Developments

Key developments in the history of the National Museum of Australia have included the 
following:

●     1975. The Committee of Inquiry set up by the Whitlam Government developed the 
concept of a low profile museum with three themes (Aboriginal Australia, Social history, 
and the Environment), and recommended that the museum be sited at Yarramundi 
Reach in Canberra. 

●     1980. The Act to establish a National Museum of Australia was passed in 1980.(6) An 
initial collection was gathered, links were created with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander and other communities, and travelling tours, open days, and public exhibitions 
were organised. The construction of permanent facilities was deferred by successive 
governments.

●     1993. The Keating Government committed $3 million for preliminary design work on a 
National Museum at Yarramundi Reach and pledged $26 million towards its construction, 
conditional on the private sector providing the remainder of the anticipated $60 million. 
However, within 18 months, the Commonwealth was advancing a new concept. In 
October 1994, the Creative Nation document described a Museum without any 
permanent exhibition galleries at Yarramundi Reach.(7) Instead, it was proposed that 
the Museum would organise travelling or electronic exhibitions, and produce educational 
programs, information databases and multi-media resources. A permanent Gallery of 
Aboriginal Australia, not necessarily part of the National Museum, would be built at 
Acton Peninsula.

●     1995. Though the proposal to build the new Museum on Acton Peninsula rather than at 
Yarramundi Reach engendered much public debate,(8) in 1995 the Federal Arts Minister 
and the ACT Government arranged to swap the Commonwealth's land at the Kingston 
foreshore for the ACT's land on Acton Peninsula.(9)

●     1996. In the March Federal election the Coalition parties promised to go ahead with a 
full three gallery Museum.(10) The Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Studies (AIATSIS)(11) would be co-located with the Museum. The Howard 
Government set up an Advisory Committee to advise on the most appropriate site, cost 
options and strategies for the building of the new facilities.(12) In December 1996 the 
Government committed $750 000 for design work to commence on a three-theme 
Museum to be located on Acton Peninsula. This was followed in 1997 by the 
Government's announcement approving the total funding of $151.9 million, drawn 
largely from the Centenary of Federation Fund, for the construction of the new facilities 
for the National Museum and AIATSIS on Acton Peninsula. The Australian Capital 
Territory (ACT) Government has provided an additional $3 million for the project.(13)

●     1998. Construction began. The Museum was to have an opening date in 2001. The 
Government recognised that the timeframe of a little over four years to complete the 
construction was 'extremely tight'. Using a traditional tendering and construction 
approach, previous projects of this scale have taken six years to complete. In July 1998, 
the Minister for Finance and Administration stated that:

the government has concluded that the method of project alliancing is the most 
appropriate delivery strategy for this complex project and the one most likely to 
achieve the project objectives relating to time, cost and quality.(14)
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Project alliancing was a relatively new method of contracting that seeks to deliver a cost-
effective outcome within a set time frame for a project through the project owner - in 
this case the Commonwealth (with the ACT Government) - sharing project risks and 
rewards with contractors. The project alliance method had not previously been used by 
the Commonwealth and, according to the Department of Communications, Information 
Technology and the Arts, not used on a building construction project anywhere else in 
the world.(15)

●     2001. The National Museum of Australia is to open on 11 March 2001.

Functions of a National Museum

The National Museum of Australia's function is defined in section 6 of its Act. It is to research 
Australian history, develop and maintain a national collection of historical material, create 
exhibitions and programs which explore Australia's heritage and history, and to make our 
history accessible to more Australians. The functions most usefully served by major museums 
change over time. In the nineteenth century and for much of the twentieth century, museums 
of natural science tended to be impersonal. The objects on display were heavily labelled and 
meticulously arranged so that the messages of evolution and progress might be enforced.(16) A 
century ago, up-to-date museums of technology were seen as a vital means of inspiring and 
instructing mechanics, artisans, engineers, inventors and as an essential step in the advance of 
local manufacturing and mining. Today, museums are also asked to address issues of cultural 
diversity and social inclusion and to foster a sense of community.(17)

The National Museum has been collecting and storing historical material since its foundation in 
1980. During the 1980s and 1990s, it focused on developing its collections through the transfer 
of existing Commonwealth collections, and acquisitions of new material. Many objects in the 
collection have been donated by public and private sector bodies, individuals, community 
groups, associations and Aboriginal communities. The total collection was valued at $128.286 
million at 30 June 2000.(18) Among the items in the Museum's storage areas are: 110 000 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander artefacts, including 95 000 stone tools ranging in size 
from tiny backed blades to an axe-grinding stone almost too heavy to lift; Australia's largest 
collection of bark paintings; convict artefacts; prints and lithographs featuring early European 
images of Aborigines; material from federation ceremonies; protective garments and 
equipment from the 1994 Sydney bushfires.(19) Through its eclectic collection, the Museum 
wants people to ponder what it means to be Australian. 

The public has been able to see some of the Museum's collection through a number of static 
and travelling exhibitions which have been organised, sometimes with State-based and other 
national institutions. The National Museum will continue with its outreach and educational 
programs. However the opening of the new facilities in March 2001 will mean that a central 
showcase can be developed for the first time, providing visitors with an opportunity to explore 
Australia's cultural and environmental history, its place in the world and address questions 
about the country's future.

The Museum has three themes: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander history and culture; 
Australian society since 1788; and people's interaction with the Australian environment. Central 
to the concept of the museum is the proposal that it be developed as a complex of inter-related 
galleries. The National Museum of Australia Act 1980 identifies only the first of these - the 
Gallery of Aboriginal Australia. According to the National Museum's publicity, the museum 
facilities have been designed as a forum for sharing ideas from different cultures and 
interpreting the complex origins of Australia and Australians rather than simply housing static 
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collections. It will present blended exhibits using technology, media, live performances, 
dynamic architecture and landscaped spaces to convey a sense of movement and evolving 
heritage.(20) 

Visitors to Australian Museums

During the 12 months ending April 1999, about 85 percent of Australians attended at least one 
cultural venue or activity. (21)It has been reported that Australians spent more time visiting 
cultural venues, including museums and art galleries, than attending sporting events.(22) 
Attendance rates were highest for people in the lower to middle age groups. However, 
compared with a similar survey of attendance at selected cultural venues carried out by the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics in 1995, attendance at museums fell in 1999. Approximately 3 
million Australians went to a museum in 1999 (19.9%) compared with nearly 4 million (27.8 
%) in 1995. In 1999 about two-fifths of the residents of the Northern Territory (38.6%) visited 
a museum. Tasmanians (28.8%) and residents of the Australian Capital Territory (25.8%) also 
had attendance rates significantly higher than the Australian average (19.9%). Employed 
people, particularly those employed part time, had higher attendance rates than unemployed 
people and those not in the workforce. The highest attendance rate at museums was for people 
aged between 15 and 17 years (25.8%).(23) There was little difference between the attendance 
rate of people living in the six State capital cities and those living in the rest of the country.(24)

The large drop in museum attendances (almost 900 000 people since the 1995 survey) has 
been partly explained by the temporary closure of some large museums, including the National 
Museum's Visitor Centre at Yarramundi Reach which closed in October 1998. Other factors 
contributing to the decline in museum visitors could include the increased 'virtual' access to 
museums on the Internet, and a reduced number of special exhibitions.(25)

Visits to Australia's museums and art galleries were also popular with tourists from other 
countries. According to a report on Cultural Tourism in Australia, compiled by the Bureau of 
Tourism Research in 1999, 'around 60 percent of all tourists to Australia visit our cultural 
attractions'. The report found that, compared with the average international visitor, inbound 
visitors to cultural attractions tended to be younger, to stay longer and spend more.(26)

Main Provisions

Items 1 of Schedule 1 proposes a change to the Museum's statutory functions to enable it to 
exhibit material relating to the future, as well as to the present and the past. One of the 
planned exhibits for children is called 'kSpace - Creating a City of the Future'. This is a hands-
on exhibit allowing children to contemplate life in Australian cities of the future. According to 
the Explanatory Memorandum, the kSpace might be outside the Museum's current powers. (37)

To address this issue, item 1 inserts proposed new paragraph 6(1)(baa) into the Act. This 
will enable the National Museum to exhibit kSpace and other permanent or long term 
exhibitions of matters that relate to Australia's present and future as well as its past.

Commercial and Fund Raising Activities

Items 2 and 3 provide the Museum with power to develop and implement sponsorship, 
marketing and other commercial activities relating to the Museum's functions. Proposed new 
paragraph 6(1)(e) is based on a provision in the Australian National Maritime Museum Act 
1990(38). According to the Explanatory Memorandum, this will give the National Museum the 
power to enter into arrangements with commercial sponsors that could give the sponsors 
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naming rights in relation to the Museum or parts of its building, or particular exhibitions, in 
return for donations of cash, goods or services to the Museum.(39)

Comment: Sponsorship of major exhibitions has occasionally led to controversy. Two recent 
examples in Australia were the 1996 sponsorship of a major retrospective exhibition of works 
by popular Australian landscape artist, Sir Arthur Streeton, by a woodchipping company, and 
the 'Sensation' exhibition of modern British art put together by art dealer Charles Saatchi which 
the National Gallery of Australia first sought and then cancelled.(40)

In 1983 German artist Hans Haacke gave the keynote address at the Australia Museum 
Association's annual meeting in Canberra. In his address Haacke warned that corporate 
sponsorship was coming to have a pernicious effect on American art museums by both directly 
and indirectly influencing what was exhibited. As Haacke described it, 'Exhibition proposals that 
do not fulfil the necessary criteria risk not being considered, and we never hear about them. 
Certainly, shows that could promote critical awareness...or question relations of power, have a 
slim chance of being approved, not only because they are unlikely to attract corporate funding, 
but also because they could sour relations with potential sponsors for other shows. 
Consequently, self-censorship is having a boom...'.(41)

Item 4 inserts proposed new paragraphs 7(2)(ja) and (jb) enabling the Museum to 
charge fees and impose charges for its services, and to raise money through events. The 
National Museum has been set a revenue target of $4.2 million in its first year. The proposed 
amendments will enable the Museum to engage in a range of commercial activities that will 
allow it to raise funds to meet this target. According to the Explanatory Memorandum, the 
Prime Minister has asked that a review of the Museum's financial position be conducted 12 
months after it opens.(42)

By way of comparison, in 1999-2000, from the sale of goods and services, the Australian 
National Maritime Museum recorded a total of $5.135 million,(43) the National Library of 
Australia, $8.598 million,(44) and the National Gallery of Australia, $6.544 million.(45)

In September 2000 it was reported in the press that the National Museum was considering 
charging entry fees for general admission.(46) More recent press reports suggest that general 
entry to the Museum will be free with an entry charge applying only to the temporary 
exhibitions.(47) The National Gallery of Australia which had charged an entry fee from its 
opening in 1982, introduced a policy of free entry to the permanent collection in October 1998. 
The National Maritime Museum charges for general entry with an additional charge for 
temporary exhibitions.

Disposal of Historical Material

Items 5 and 6 concern the disposal of historical material. Most large museums conduct an 
ongoing review of their collections and storage facilities. From time to time objects are selected 
for disposal primarily because of their condition, their lack of provenance or duplication within 
the collection. In 1999-2000, 537 objects from the Bureau of Mineral Resources collection were 
approved by the Museum Council for disposal from the National Historical Collection. These 
objects included various technical instruments and miscellaneous equipment relating to the 
early work of the Bureau of Mineral Resources.(48) 

The amendments proposed by items 5 and 6 raise the threshold at which objects for disposal 
require the Minister's approval from $20 000 to $250 000. The Explanatory Memorandum 
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explains that the current statutory limit of $20 000 was set when the Act commenced. It states 
that the proposed figure of $250 000 will better reflect current values of museum items and is 
consistent with the limit set out in paragraph 7A(1)(b) of the National Library of Australia Act 
1960. As a comparison, paragraph 10(4)(b) of the Australian National Maritime Museum Act 
1990 enables material included in the national maritime collection to be disposed of without the 
Minister's approval if its value is less than $20 000 (amended 1991). Section 9 of the National 
Gallery Act 1975 provides that the Minister must approve the disposal of all works of art from 
the national collection.

Item 7 is a technical amendment relating to one of the grounds on which the appointment of 
the Director of the National Museum may be terminated, that is, if the Director 'fails to comply 
with his or her obligations under section 19'. Section 19 of the Act was repealed by the Audit 
(Transitional and Miscellaneous) Amendment Act 1997. Section 19 required a member of the 
Museum Council with a direct or indirect pecuniary interest in a matter being considered by the 
Council, to disclose it at a Council meeting and absent himself or herself from any deliberation 
or decision of the Council dealing with the matter.

The disclosure of, and voting on matters involving material personal interests by Council 
members is now dealt with by sections 27F to 27J of the Commonwealth Authorities and 
Companies Act 1997. Accordingly, item 7 omits the reference in paragraph 27(2)(e) of the Act 
to 'section 19' and substitutes a reference to 'sections 27F to 27J of the Commonwealth 
Authorities and Companies Act 1997.'

Item 8 adds a new section to Part VI Finance in order to set up a National Museum of Australia 
Fund. Section 36 of the National Gallery Act 1975 and section 44 of the Australian National 
Maritime Museum Act 1990 provide for the establishment of a Fund for each institution into 
which may be paid gifts and bequests (made otherwise than on trust) and money received 
from the disposal of property, devises, bequests and assignments. Proposed new section 34 
of the Act will enable the Museum to have a similar Fund.
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